In the first book of Virgil's Aeneid, the Trojan hero Aeneas weathers storms at sea and beaches his ships on an unknown shore. Setting out with his faithful lieutenant Achates, Aeneas finds himself on a hill high above the settlement of Carthage. From this vantage point he is able to read the cityscape below to learn about the inhabitants of this foreign land. He sees the Tyrians building their new city: Aeneas admires the mass of the city, once just huts. He admires the gates and the noise and the paving of the roads. Eager the Tyrians press on in their work: some to extend the walls and to fortify the citadel and to roll up stones by hand, others to pick a site for a house and to enclose it with a trench. They select laws and magistrates and a sacred senate. Here some men excavate the harbors; there others place the deep foundations for theaters, and they cut out huge columns from rocks, fitting adornments for future shows.1
Aeneas admires the mass of the city, once just huts. He admires the gates and the noise and the paving of the roads. Eager the Tyrians press on in their work: some to extend the walls and to fortify the citadel and to roll up stones by hand, others to pick a site for a house and to enclose it with a trench. They select laws and magistrates and a sacred senate. Here some men excavate the harbors; there others place the deep foundations for theaters, and they cut out huge columns from rocks, fitting adornments for future shows.1 phillips This scene of Aeneas' initial encounter with the city of Carthage has attracted much attention from scholars. It is the first developed description of city-building in the Aeneid and is given great emphasis by the placement in the lines immediately following of an extended simile that likens the busy builders to bees (Aen. 1.430-436). The theme of city building that is presented here is developed by Virgil as a leitmotif of the epic.2 Scholars have also long debated the relationship between Dido's Carthage as presented in the epic and the building of a new Roman settlement at Carthage that was initiated by Julius Caesar and continued by Augustus.3 Finally, Virgil's description of the on-going construction of Carthage has brought to mind the building that was going on in Rome at the time that Virgil was writing his epic.4 In particular, Aeneas' view of Carthage from the hills high above the city has been connected with the view of Rome from Maecenas' house on the Esquiline Hill presented by Horace: "Stop admiring the smoke, the riches, and the noise of wealthy Rome" (Carm. 3.29.11-12: omitte mirari beatae fumum et opes strepitumque Romae).5
It is the connection between Aeneas' view of the construction in Carthage and the building in Rome that I will pursue here. First, by surveying the building activities in Rome in Virgil's day, the connection with the scene in the Aeneid becomes clear. Like Virgil's imagined cityscape of Carthage, Rome was buzzing with building activity carried out by leading citizens. As Virgil is seen to reflect the buildings and traditions of contemporary Rome in his description of Carthage, we might then take Aeneas' survey of Carthage as a guide for conducting our own survey of the cityscape of Rome. Indeed, through Aeneas, Virgil provides us with a model for how a Roman might view the construction in the city in the 20s bce and provides us with a new approach for interpreting the building projects undertaken by Augustus during this pivotal era. As Aeneas reads the cityscape of Carthage, we are invited to read the civic landscape of Augustan Rome and examine from a new perspective Augustus' rise to power.6 By focusing on public building and civic functions in the city, we are
